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Protecting Invaluable Wetlands while
Improving Safety and Mobility: Louisiana Highway 1

As the only land route connecting the Gulf communities of Port
Fourchon and Grand Isle (located on Louisiana’s only inhabited barrier
island) with the rest of the state, Louisiana Highway 1 (LA 1) is both
the area’s primary hurricane evacuation route and an important
energy link for the nation. The two-lane road services Port Fourchon,
which accommodates 26% of domestic natural gas shipments, 17% of
domestic oil shipments, and foreign oil offloaded from ships in the Gulf
of Mexico. Local commercial and recreational fish industries also use
the highway. It's no wonder that Congress designated LA 1 as a "high
priority corridor," recognizing its national importance.

This vital connector, which crosses ecologically unique and sensitive
wetlands, is susceptible to severe flooding; some areas risk washout

Although it is the region’s primary hurricane evacuation
route, Louisiana Highway 1 often floods during storms. A

during storms. Accordingly, the Louisiana Department of new, elevated highway will provide a dependable route for
Transportation (LADOTD) and the Federal Highway Administration — travelers, commercial shipments, and hurricane evacuation.
Louisiana Division (FHWA-LA) are building a four-lane, 17-mile, Photo Credit: Port Fourchon Harbor Police

elevated highway to improve safety and mobility for local residents,

workers, and associated industries. Mindful that the area’s scenic, aesthetic, historic, and environmental resources must
be preserved, the agencies employed a context-sensitive approach, embracing the use of innovative technologies,
operating procedures, and collaborative decision-making strategies.

Louisiana Wetlands: A Dwindling Resource

Louisiana has the highest rate of coastal wetlands loss of any state; over the last 70
years, it has lost more than 1,500 square miles of marsh, an area approximately the
size of Rhode Island. Lafourche Parish, where the elevated highway will be
constructed, has the second highest rate of coastal erosion of Louisiana’s 14 parishes.
Highly motivated to preserve Louisiana’s invaluable wetlands, transportation
professionals were determined to apply planning, site evaluation, and construction
approaches that acknowledge the unique and fragile marsh setting. Their most notable
context-sensitive streamlining efforts apply collaborative decision-making and new
technologies to the process.

Collaborative Decision-making: A Product of Open and Continued Communication
The LA 1 project moved efficiently through the NEPA process on an expedited

schedule. The Record of Decision was signed in just under four years, nearly half the
normal time associated with projects of equal magnitude and in such environmentally
sensitive locations. Transportation professionals in LADOTD and FHWA-LA attribute
much of this success to open communication and cooperation among stakeholders.

The LA 1 project employed innovative Beginning early in the planning process regular meetings involved all agencies in

planning strategies and construction discussing each group’s needs, implementation approaches, and permitting
techniques to protect coastal wetlands. obligations. By developing cooperative “partnerships,” Federal and state resource
Photo Credit: LADOTD agencies, along with private consulting and engineering firms, created a team

atmosphere. Collaborative decision-making helped to ensure active and full
participation among agencies and constituents, and enabled the team to meet transportation needs while avoiding
detrimental environmental impacts.
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New Technologies and Procedures: Tools to Improve NEPA
Execution and Enhance Context-Sensitive Design

Not so long ago, the complex environmental issues raised by the

LA 1 enterprise might have stopped the project cold. Fortunately, new,
environmentally responsible technologies and operating procedures
were available. In choosing these innovative tools to preserve Louisiana’s
coastal marshland, LADOTD was able to minimize impacts to the
resources.

¢ Early Commitment to End-on Construction — During construction
of the elevated highway, LADOTD and FHWA-LA intend to employ
“end-on” construction techniques (except at one bridge area where
grade considerations make it impractical). End-on construction is a
top-down method that minimizes environmental disturbance
because no heavy equipment is placed on the ground, as is the
case with traditional construction. Instead, platforms that become
the leading edge of the new highway serve as stands for a crane
that lowers the supports of the next platform section.

To avoid damage to wetlands, an oversized airboat was chosen
to carry the cone penetrometer during soil investigations.
Photo Credit: LADOTD

Lessons Learned « Cone Penetrometer Technology (CPT) — Used to collect continuous,

e Early and ongoing communication subsurface physical, electrical, and chemical measurements of the soil in
among stakeholders can facilitate which the elevated highway would stand. CPT allowed designers to obtain a
collaborative decision-making and characterization of the construction site with minimal borings. Innovative
move a project forward in a timely software and hardware modifications were made to the CPT process that
manner. might be used throughout the country in areas with poor soil conditions.

e Choosing planning strategies and

construction techniques suited to a ¢ Oversized Airboat Equipment — Typically during site characterization in

project’s unique setting can reduce coastal areas, marsh buggies are used to take CPT measurements. However,
negative environmental impacts and marsh buggies can be highly detrimental to wetlands. To avoid negative
streamline the NEPA and design impacts, LADOTD and FHWA-LA used a modified, oversized airboat to carry
processes. the CPT during soil investigation; the airboat could pass lightly over the

e A willingness to consider alternative
and innovative — although perhaps

sensitive marshlands, preventing significant impacts.

more expensive — site analysis and e Geographic Information Systems (GIS) — GIS was used to locate
construction techniques may reduce environmental resources and constraints, which allowed for effective initial
environmental impacts —and costs —  placement of project alternatives, minimizing impacts to vegetated wetlands.
in the long run. This technology considerably facilitated the NEPA evaluation and review
process by promoting early and productive agency participation and comment.

The airboat technology and end-on construction methods were not the least expensive routes available to LADOTD and
FHWA-LA. Nevertheless, the two Administrations, through careful collaboration with other public and private agencies,
decided that cost-intensive methods used up front would considerably reduce project development time and least damage
the area’s irreplaceable marsh resources, resulting in long-term savings on mitigation costs.

A Model Project

Although LA 1’s location-specific issues are not the norm, transportation
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stakeholders developed a common vision and worked creatively to mitigate further

coastal erosion and marsh destruction. With preliminary construction to begin in

early-to-mid 2004, they look forward to an environmentally responsible
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transportation investment that enhances the public’s safety and mobility, the (225) 379-1309

region’s economy, and the nation’s energy resources.

Look What’s New!
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In November 2003, the US DOT issued national procedures for elevating highway and mass transit environmental disputes. These procedures

are the steps that the U.S. DOT and other Federal agencies will take to address disputes arising from the project development process that are

not otherwise resolved. View this guidance at http://environment.thwa.dot.gov/strmlng/DOTS5611 order.htm.

“Successes in Streamlining” is a Federal Highway Administration newsletter highlighting current environmental streamlining
practices from around the country. To subscribe, call 617-494-6352 or email ESNEWSLETTER@volpe.dot.gov.
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